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On Feb. 11 administration officials announced the White House has decided to postpone its formal
request for another contra aid package for several months because prospects are bleak. The FY
1988 request for $105 million, they said, will probably be delayed until September when the Reagan
administration hopes the political climate will have improved. However, even then the likelihood of
congressional support is not very bright since the completion of several investigations by Congress,
the special prosecutor for the Iran arms deal case, and other federal agencies may be embarrassing
to contra supporters. Rather than soft-pedaling the issue as advised by some aides, the president
said in his State of the Union message that he would "fight any effort to shut off their lifeblood and
consign them to death, defeat or a life without freedom." Next, in a speech to the American Legion
in Washington on Feb. 10 he said the US "must not and will not abandon them." The sharp division
in the State Department on how to pursue policy vis-a-vis Nicaragua and the contras is reflected in
the recent resignation of the Deputy Director of the Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Francis
J. McNeil, the leading expert on Latin America in the department. He has charged Asst. Secretary
of State Elliott Abrams of victimizing him in an "excerise in McCarthyism" because of his analysis
of Central America. Some administration officials describe Reagan's position as an "obsession"
that is hard to transform into a viable policy. Abrams denies this view arguing, "He is not obsessed,
he's just deeply concerned." Meanwhile, the assistant secretary has admitted that next to the
SDI (Strategic Defense Initiative), contra aid is the president's top priority. "The administration
is obviously trying to buy time," said Sen. Christopher Dodd, co-sponsor of the bill to withhold
the final $40 million installment of the $100 million voted for contra aid by the Congress last year.
"If there were a vote in Congress today to renew aid, Republicans and Democrats alikewould
reject it," he added. The ability of the Administration to get Congress to pass a new contra aid
bill is complicated by the expected resignation of Arturo Cruz, leader of the United Nicaraguan
Opposition (UNO). According to Abrams, Cruz's resignation is "not just a political blow, in terms
of Congress, but it is a blow to the resistance and to the governments of Latin America, where he
probably is the most respected figure in the (contra) movement." Other problems toward achieving
congressional support include the absence of any major rebel military victories after more than
four years in the field, reports of human rights abuses by the contras, the increasing reluctance of
Nicaragua's neighbors to shelter the contras, and the loss of Republican control of the Senate that
was able to provide the marginal support that led to contra aid by the narrowest of majorities last
year. Representative Dave McCurdy of Oklahoma, whose support was crucial for passage of the
1986 contra aid package, said, "If he (Cruz) leaves, any hope of moderate support for the contras is
gone." (Basic data from NEW YORK TIMES, 02/12/87)
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